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This M. A. thesis aims to render a neo-realistic reading of Jewish American 
writer Chaim Potok’s fifth novel The Book of Lights. Although since the 1960s 
postmodernism has been all the vogue on literary stage, throughout the postwar period, 
many novelists have continued to use realistic mode of writing. However, their 
(neo-)realistic works, especially those that emerged after 1980s manifest their own 
distinctive features. While our present time witnesses a gradual decline of 
postmodernism, the term “neo-realism” begins to gain wide currency. 
This thesis consists of an introduction, four chapters and a conclusion. The 
Introduction focuses on Chaim Potok’s literary career, the characteristics of his works 
and his fifth novel The Book of Lights. It also reveals the undeniable fact that although 
Potok’s novels receive wide popularity, criticism of Potok does not give him enough 
credit.  
The first chapter of this thesis demonstrates that what we call “neo-realism” is 
not a simple return to traditional realism. For one thing, the period after the world war, 
which is characterized by its sense of historical disaster and nuclear threat, by the 
changed global political situation and technological transformation, provides the writer 
with a wide range of possible subjects and themes, which are distinct from those of 
traditional realists. For another, under the influence of modernism and postmodernism, 
(neo-)realist writers tend to approach the contemporary society with more effective 
artistic means fully developed by modernists and postmodernists. Based on many 
critics’ opinions as well as my own understanding, I believe that a neo-realistic novel 
should be one that depicts a contemporary world firmly rooted in a particular place and 
culture, situates its moral dramas in the Zeitgeist and reveals character’s true-to-life 
emotions and reactions within their particular situations; and it also should be one that 
while written within a realistic convention, also takes advantage of modernist and/or 
postmodernist artistic means to achieve their own aesthetic effect. 
The second chapter examines the neo-realistic themes of the novel The Book of 
Lights. Setting the novel in the Second World War and the Korean War, the author 
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Jewish writer, Potok focuses on the moral equivocation perceived by Jewish people.  
The third chapter renders a detailed analysis of the characterization of The Book 
of Lights. Locating his characters in extreme situations and offering detailed depiction 
of their psychic crisis and struggle for moral assessment, Potok creates compelling 
neo-realistic characters.  
The fourth chapter explores the neo-realistic artistic features of the novel. The 
protagonist’s futile quest for a moral absolute reflects postmodernist motif of 
circularity and it generates a kind of neo-realistic aesthetic experience. Beside, through 
the reconstruction of Jewish mysticism, which reminds us of the mythological 
reconstruction frequently employed by modernists, Potok succeeds in asserting Jewish 
values, reinvigorating Jewish people and rebuilding Judaism. 
The concluding part of this thesis gives a brief review of the rise of neo-realism. 
It points out that although it is still hard to give a precise definition of neo-realism, the 
attempt to discuss certain neo-realistic features is still meaningful, since it could 
deepen our understanding of those great and gratifying neo-realistic works and allows 
us to give them their deserved credit. The discussion and analysis in this M. A. thesis 
demonstrate such an attempt. As will be clear from the thesis, based on a general 
understanding of neo-realism, a detailed analysis of the theme, character and the 
artistic features of Potok’s fifth novel The Book of Lights is meant to enhance our 
appreciation of the work and could also in turn contributes to a better understanding of 
neo-realism. 
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Chaim Potok (1929-2002) emerged on the literary stage not only as an important 
American writer but also as an interpreter of American Jewish culture. Immersed deep 
in the heart of Jewish orthodoxy while at the same time confronted with the western 
secularism, Potok endeavored to interpret for the world the culture of Jewish people 
and give a realistic representation of the conflicts between Judaism and secularism and 
of the moral burden of his people.  
In 1967, Potok published his debut novel, The Chosen. It received the Edward 
Lewis Wallant Prize and became a best-seller. In the years following the publication of 
his first novel, Potok continued writing and publishing novels, including The Promise 
(1969), My Name Is Asher Lev (1972), In the Beginning (1975), The Book of Lights 
(1981), Davita’s Harp (1985), The Gift of Asher Lev (1990), and his eighth novel, I Am 
the Clay (1992). Potok also published nonfiction books and children’s books. Chaim 
Potok is not only a pre-eminent American author, but also one whose books are avidly 
and widely read. Four of his novels and his nonfiction book have been best sellers and 
his first novel, The Chosen, spent 39 weeks on the New York Times best-seller list. Yet 
it seems that criticism of Potok does not give him enough credit. As an industrious 
writer Potok published eight novels and many nonfiction works, but his books have 
caught on more with common readers than critics. Up till now, only one book has been 
devoted exclusively to Potok (Edward Abramson's Chaim Potok) and much of the 
criticism has appeared in the form of reviews or short articles. Besides, criticism of 
Potok, though it has been going on for over thirty years, has failed to achieve a 
consensus. Undeniably, many critics have written positive reviews about Potok’s 
novels, praising Potok’s solidly detailed depiction of Jewish life, his sympathetic and 
powerful portrayal of characters and the genuine seriousness and moral complexity of 
his ideas. Yet some may be hostile or even highly critical of them. The main 
complaints have been that the plot is simple, the dialogue is sometimes flat, the 
characters may need more characterization, and that the novels all deal with similar 
themes and conflicts. Those criticisms are not unfounded at all. Sometimes the 
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grey, but taken his highly intellectual subjects such as history, morality and religion, I 
think its grey tonality suits the subjects to a large extent. As to the undeniable fact that 
similar themes running through all his novels, instead of saying that Potok is repeating 
himself, I would like to regard it as Potok’s individual style. Undoubtedly, Potok’s 
novels are largely set within a closed Jewish world, usually the small section of 
Orthodox Hasidic Brooklyn; almost all his central characters are high-minded and 
highly intellectual individuals engaged in learning and discussions of difficult text; and 
usually the central themes of his books are the cultural confrontation and moral 
dilemmas perennially facing humankind. Yet I believe that it is exactly Potok’s 
invariable stress of morality and Jewish learning that makes him a distinctive Jewish 
writer. It is an undeniable fact that those Jewish writers of the old generation such as 
Saul Bellow, Bernard Marlamud, and Philip Roth in his early work denied that they 
were Jewish writers and “employed Jewish literary influences allusively and 
introduced Jewish history sparingly, only occasionally placing them in the forefront of 
their fictional worlds” (Kremer, 1993: 572). Clearly, different from these writers, Potok 
puts Jewish thought and history at the center of his fictional universe and celebrates his 
cultural heritage overtly. Consequently, critic Paul Cowan remarks that “[b]y exploring 
the themes that fascinate him, Mr. Potok has opened a new clearing in the forest of 
American literature” (Cowan, 1985: 12). And similarly, critic S. Lillian Kremer 
believes that Potok’s work may contribute in “freed [freeing] the American novelist to 
write of the Jewish tradition with greater erudition, with greater emphasis on Jewish 
thought, theology, philosophy, scholarship, than was hitherto the case”(Kremer, 2001: 
44).  
Another thing worth noting is that as many critics have observed, Potok’s later 
novels are more complex and ambitious and have overcome many of the stylistic flaws 
of his earliest ones. For example, in critic J. D. Reed’s opinion, Potok’s fifth novel, The 
Book of Lights, is his “most ambitious” work (Reed, 1981:102). And critic Edward 
Abramson believes that the publication of The Book of Lights demonstrates that Potok 
“has come of age as a novelist” (Abramson, “The Book of Lights”, 1986).  
The Book of Lights is the story of a reserved and sensitive young man Gershon 
Loran and his spiritual quest in a dark and ambiguous world. Orphaned at the age of 















feeling of abandonment and randomness of events. One summer night, Gershon 
experiences a vision on the roof of his decaying Brooklyn apartment house. He 
witnesses a mongrel bitch giving birth. Amazed at the radiance of creation of life, he 
feels, miraculously, “the velvet touch of starry heaven upon his fingers” (Potok, 1982: 
7). This Brooklyn rooftop vision is so unforgettable to him that Gershon spends his 
young life waiting for a repetition of that moment of creation and light, of contact with 
the mystery and the sublime. Although longing desperately for light, Gershon is 
constantly surrounded by the evil and darkness. His chaplaincy in Korea demonstrates 
again that the world is filled with death, absurdity and ambiguity. However, Gershon 
learns to understand in mystic terms the absurd world which seems to be a moral 
vacancy. His study of Jewish mysticism provides him with a spiritual shelter and he 
learns to assert the worth of life lived according to Judaic beliefs. 
Different from Potok’s most novels, The Book of Lights does not only set in the 
almost self-contained Jewish communities; its dimension is substantially extended by a 
realistic depiction of the world of Far East and the attendant conflicts between Judaism 
and paganism. Moreover, the incorporation of historical background in the novel, 
together with the detailed description of his characters’ inner feeling of and reaction to 
an age of chaos and moral ambiguity, makes The Book of Lights a thought-provoking 
meditation emerged from the heart of Jewish people. Besides, the mythological and 
mystic texture of the novel, which is indeed a new territory for Potok, also gives the 
novel a special appeal. All this makes The Book of Lights a satisfying and complex 
novel and renders the book beyond any conventional account of realism. As will be 
clear in the following chapters, a neo-realistic reading of The Book of Lights will 
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Chapter One  The Rise of Neo-Realism 
 
1.1 The Decline of Postmodernism and the Rise of Neo-Realism 
With Postmodernism coming all the vogue into the literary stage, techniques and 
strategies of traditional realistic fiction have experienced challenge or been called into 
question. Writers and critics of postmodernism are trying to prove that texts (instead of 
“novel” or “poem” or “play”) are produced without an author, have no fixed meaning 
and transmit no firm values. Very often, we read novels which call its own foundations 
into question or the illusory nature of what is apparently real. Metafiction, which is a 
kind of fiction that mirrors its own fictionality, becomes a dominant form of 
postmodernist fiction. However, concentrating on the linguistic gamesomeness and 
pyrotechnics and imbued with questions about the meaning of meaning and related 
philosophical conundrums, metafiction may not be the taste of common readers.  
Generally speaking, the response the common readers give to a literary work is 
personally felt rather than professionally composed and their preference for fiction is 
probably one that could respond to their inner most feelings instead of a piece of the 
self-conscious and convoluted metafiction. However, while readers somewhat seem 
less responsive to this complex imaginative exploration, the university-based critics 
focus much of their attention on this highly self-reflexive postmodern fiction. We see 
conferences and crops of publications on postmodernism abound, its theoretical basis 
underpinned, and works of great postmodernists frequently being discussed. It is an 
undeniable fact that postmodernism receives much more attention from the academy 
than from the common readers. It actually seems to be a concept that comes out of and 
speaks largely to educated elites. As critic Shechner notes, “what was unique about 
metafiction was that during its heyday it flourished semi-independently of the market” 
and even “at a time when it has no obvious presence in American fiction, 
post-modernism continues to thrive in the academy” (Shechner, 1992: 33-34). 
However, the critics and academics who were preoccupied with their works on 
postmodern fiction may have already noticed or been warned of a decline of 
postmodernism. For one thing, the emphatic claims of postmodern writers may already 
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